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FOCUS: COST OF LIVING

The cost of necessities is going up, and families are 
feeling the squeeze

By Deidre Williams
Updated: 01/11/08 10:33 AM

At her job as a career counselor at the Buffalo Empowerment and Training Center, 
Carmen Melendez sees local families who are struggling to pay their bills.

“We have people with tears in their eyes because their financial situation is so bad,”
said Melendez, who is feeling the pinch herself.

No matter the income level, families across Western New York — across the nation, in
fact — are dealing with the rising cost of living.

“I want to cry sometimes,” said Melendez, who recently traded in her sport utility
vehicle for a more-fuelefficient car for her daily work commute downtown.

With the price of crude oil recently hitting $100 a barrel for the first time, consumers 
can expect the cost of filling their gas tanks, heating their homes and paying for food to 
keep rising, analysts say.

“I work. Imagine people who do not work or who work part time or are on public
assistance,” Melendez said. “I don’t know how they’re making it. I don’t know what’s
going to happen with our economy.”

The Klukowski family of South Buffalo worries, too. The rising cost of living means
that after the family’s bills are paid, there’s not a lot of money left over, said John
Klukowski.

For the last few years, the Klukowski family — which includes his wife, Cynthia, and three sons, a 16- year-old
and 14-year-old twins — has been in arrears with their home heating bills and has had to pay down the bill
throughout the summer.
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“It’s outrageous. The month before we put the heat on, we’re still paying last year’s heating bill,” Klukowski
said.

The family didn’t get much relief when the landlord put in a new heating system. It’s more efficient and uses less
gas, “but we’re not saving money because the gas bill keeps going up,” Klukowski said.

The family deals with increased expenses by doing most of its grocery shopping at discount grocery stores. Still,
there’s no extra money in the household budget for a vacation, and on Christmas, the family had to cut back on
gifts.

“It’s very difficult right now,” said Klukowski, a self-employed disc jockey.

From October to November 2007, gasoline prices shot up 10.1 percent.

“That’s not a good thing if you have to drive,” said Martin Kohli,  regional economist with the federal
Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Overall, grocery prices have risen 5.1 percent from November 2006 to 2007. But wholesale chicken prices 
increased 12.5 percent over the year, and pasta went up 10 percent. It was also a year for major increases in eggs, 
baked goods and dairy products, which went up 49 percent at the wholesale level and will trickle down to the 
prices consumers pay, Kohli said.

“At grocery stores, they have to pass on the increases or go out of business,” he said.

The cost of fuel affects just about everything, said John Slenker, the state Labor Department’s regional economist
in Buffalo.

“When you’re talking about food, milk is produced locally, but the farmer has to have the milk transported from
the farm to a processing plant and then to stores. All of that stuff is done by truck,” Slenker said.

“When you talk about a lot of other foods, like oranges, which aren’t grown around here, fuel costs will affect all
that,” he said. “Even bakeries make the products that have to be trucked to stores.”

Also on the increase is the fuel that heats our homes. National Fuel Gas customers can expect a 6.5 percent 
increase in their heating bills through March, said spokeswoman Julie Coppola Cox.

Even families with higher incomes — like the Gibbs family of Amherst — are feeling the pinch. John, a surgeon
at Roswell Park Cancer Institute, turned the thermostat down to 62 degrees in the family’s home.

The Gibbs family — which includes a son away at college, and a son and daughter living at home — uses the
fireplace more often to provide heat in the two-story, five-bedroom house. And mom Theresa, a teacher at
BUILD Academy, is becoming more conscious of prices at the grocery store.

“I will make the adjustment by clipping more coupons, by paying more attention to sale items, and stocking up
on things and putting them in the freezer instead of getting one or two items at a time,” she said.

Evelyn Pizarro, who will retire as principal of School 3 on Tuesday, trad - ed in her car last year when the price 
of gas started going up and purchased a 2008 Toyota Scion, which gets 30 miles per gallon.

In addition, her husband, Jose, a social worker at Deaconess Center, spent about $2,000 last year to insulate their
home, “so we can conserve in the future.”

These days they also are consolidating trips to the grocery store.
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“We’re not just going out for a gallon of milk. We will be living on a fixed income, so we have to be conscious
of what we do,” she said.

“We’re being a little more conscious with the utilities, turning out the lights, turning down the heat,” Pizarro
said.

At night, the heat goes off, and it turns back on in the morning for shower time, and then it’s off during the day,
“so we can conserve there,” Pizarro said. “It means we have to wear more clothes.”

The Pizarros also started to leave the television off instead of having it on while reading the newspaper or dozing 
off to sleep at night. This summer, instead of running the air conditioner, they plan to open windows more often.

“A lot of those things are cost-cutting measures,” Pizarro said.

“Before we kind of just took those things for granted. Now we’re taking it more seriously.”

dswilliams@buffnews.com
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